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In a detailed article on the hooded seal, Cystophora cristata , Mohr (1963) also devoted a 
chapter to records of stragglers of this arctic species along European coasts. She listed 
nine animals found along the coast of Norway, six on the coasts of the United Kingdom, 
and only one from the continental coast of western Europe (northern Denmark to south¬ 
ern Spain). The latter concerned a young male, with a length of 125 cm, caught between 
Oleron Island and continental France, in July 1843 (see e. g. Robineau 1992). This speci¬ 
men was to become the holotype of Phoca isidorei Lesson, 1843, a junior synonym of Cy¬ 
stophora cristata. Today, more than 30 years since publication of Mohr’s (1963) article, at 
least 33 more specimens have become known from western European continental coasts 
(Tab. 1). In the present study not only the extralimital records are listed but also addi¬ 
tional data on some of these records are presented. The numbering of records refers to 
the listing in table 1. 

Animals 5 and 6, both from the Netherlands, most probably passed the floodgate 
which was constructed in the Oosterschelde, Province of Zeeland, in 1986. Animal 5 was 
transferred to the Seal Rescue Centre at Pieterburen, and, after recovery, it was marked 
and released in the North Sea. It returned, however, to the Netherlands’ coast and was 
observed at the Engelsmanplaat, a high-lying shoal in the Wadden Sea. Some time later, 
it was caught again at the Leybucht in western Niedersachsen, Germany. It was set free 
again at Skagen in northern Denmark and was not observed thereafter. The animals 12 
and 13 entered rivers and were found far from sea. The last one, found in the river 
Scheldt near the French-Belgium border, swam at least 640 km, if we take the town of 
Vlissingen (Flushing) as starting point of the trip. In this rather polluted river it passed 
thereby a number of locks; quite some performance! 

In addition, an old extralimital record of hooded seal, which has not been mentioned 
in the zoological literature so far, may be rescued from obscurity here. This concerns a 
pregnant female, which was killed at the river Merwede, between Gorkum and Werken- 
dam. Province of Zuid-Holland, the Netherlands, on 10 March 1600, and depicted in a 
plate by Julius Goltzius (Fig. 1). Identification is based on length (said to be nine feet, 
but prudently estimated as more than 2 m), weight (ca. 226 kg), and the spotted coat. 
Moreover, the seal carried a full-grown fetus. In grey seals, Halichoerus grypus , the pup¬ 
ping season is much earlier, while in common seals, Phoca vitulina, in the Netherlands, 
the reproduction season is from late June to early August. The state of pregnancy of the 
animal from 1600 fits well with the known reproduction period of hooded seals. Seal 7 
(Tab. 1) represents another pregnant specimen encountered on West-European coasts 
(see Ibanez et al. 1988). There is also a record of a hooded seal giving birth on the coast 
of Norway, 7 April 1980 (0ritsland and Bondp 1980). 




Table 1 . List of extralimital records of hooded seals, Cystophora cristata, on the western European continental coast. 
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Looking at the weights and lengths of the ani¬ 
mals in table 1, it becomes clear that the majority of 
hooded seals encountered along the continental 
West-European coasts are animals of less than one 
year of age. Some apparently refer to animals 1-2 
years old (13, 16, 21), while two others were sub¬ 
adults or adults (5, 7). 

At birth, hooded seals have a length of about 
105 cm and a weight of ca. 20 kg. Within the very 
short lactation period of only four days, they gain 
more than 5 kg weight per day. They shed their first 
coat (lanuga) intra-uterine and thus are born with 
their immature coat, which is blue-grey on the back 
and silvery-grey laterally and ventrally. It is for this 
pelt, that “blue-backs” were and are killed in great 
numbers. They loose this immature coat at an age of 
about 14 to 15 months. Most of the hooded seals 
found on European coasts still have this coat. These 
animals are rather easy to recognize by their rela¬ 
tively large size, their rather broad heads, and their 
silvery-blue pelts. 

After their moult they become light-grey with ir¬ 
regular brown-black spots and blotches; the front of 
their heads and their fore-flippers are almost black. 
They keep this type of coat their whole lives. Adult 
males can inflate in a spectacular way the dorsal part 
of their noses (the hoods) and also a red bladder 
(the red very elastic nasal septum), can be forced 
out of one nostril. The chance, however, that we will 
see the inflated hood and the red nose bladder on 
West-European coasts is rather small as till now no 
full-grown males have been encountered. 

Adult females can reach a length of 200 cm and a 
weight of between 140 to 300 kg; males a length of 
260 cm and a weight of between 190 to 350 kg. 
Skulls of adult specimens can easily be identified. 
Compared to the length of the skull, they are very 
broad and the facial part of the skull is rather small 
as compared to the length of the braincase (see Du- 
guy and Robineau 1992). Skulls of young hooded 
seals are still more Phoca -like but also can be recog¬ 
nized by their width. 

Like adults, intact young hooded seals are also 
rather easily recognized. On one occasion, however, 
when a young hooded seal was brought in, the 
author witnessed that three of five naturalists pre¬ 
sent identified the animal as an aberrant common 
seal, Phoca vitulina , thus demonstrating that it is 
very conceivable that young hooded seals have been 
regularly misidentified in the past. This would ex¬ 
plain the very small numbers of extralimital records 
in the past. Presumably, the increase of extralimital 
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Fig. 1. Print of a pregnant hooded seal and its mature fetus killed in the river Merwede, between Gor- 
kum and Werkendam, the Netherlands, on 10 March 1600. Julius Goltzius fecit. Published by courtesy 

of the Museum van Gijn, Dordrecht. 


records during the last decades is for the most part, if not entirely, due to increased obser¬ 
ver effort and the availability of better identification manuals rather than to a more fre¬ 
quent occurrence of the species. In addition, the establishment of seal rescue centres has 
provided the opportunity to observe and study stranded seals at close quarters and to 
identify them correctly. This situation is comparable to that in ringed seals, Phoca hispida , 
and harp seals, Phoca groenlandica , extralimital records of which have also increased sig¬ 
nificantly in recent years (cf. van Bree 1996, van Bree et al. 1994). 

It is clear, however, that concerning the last animals we have to do with a kind of inva¬ 
sion. In view of the localities where the animals have been found, one gets the impression 
that the seals did not come from the north along the Scandinavian coast, but directly 
from the Arctic in a SSE direction. Concerning the cause of the invasion nothing can be 
said yet. 
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